THE   IMMORTAL   REAR-GUARD
would lead them, making a right wheel through patchy
woodland on to the highway beyond, then westward by
the Niemen and along the Tilsit road for some distance.
And once again the spent rear-guard responded to his
almost fabulous inspiration, coolly confident in spite of
a last attack by Cossacks, which was beaten off, so that
moonrise on December i4th found the survivors of
Ney's 3rd Corps saved from annihilation, and with an
open march to the frontier before them.
During the next few days stragglers continued to
come in, until the total of his command stood at zoo,
mostly sick or wounded, all that remained of the 3 7,000
who had tramped through the June dust to people the
great mounds rising by the railway track between Vilna
and Moscow, the graves of the immortal old grumblers.
Ney should have died with them. It was a hard fate
by which he lived to return to France, and so defeat
himself. He should have left his body under the snow
with the wreckage of the Grand Army, face turned to
the goal of a fantastic pilgrimage that was the test of his
magnificence, and from which he emerged unbeaten.
Between Moscow and the frontier he lost but one Eagle
in fighting, and for sheer sustained inequality that
fighting beggars description as it does comparison. He
should have died there, in the forefront of a ghastly
triumph, away from the loss of harmony that later tor-
tured his reason, away from the last mad charges at
Waterloo, the outcome of a failure that yet does nothing
to diminish the glory he shared with no one on the
Retreat from Moscow.
He was the last of the French survivors to pass from
Russian soil, and on the i5th, having left his post to
General Marchand, he travelled by sledge to Konigsberg.
The story goes that a French general, Dumas, whose
quarters were on the border-line of Germany, was sitting
down to breakfast one morning (it was still December)
"when a figure appeared in the doorway. It was that of
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